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ORGANIZATIONAL PRACTICES ENHANCING
THE INFLUENCE OF STUDENT ASSESSMENT
INFORMATION IN ACADEMIC DECISIONS
Marvin W. Peterson and Catherine H. Augustine
:::: : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : :
Student assessment should not be undertaken as an end in itself but as a means to
educational and institutional improvement. The purpose of our study is to provide
systematic empirical evidence of how postsecondary institutions support and promote
the use of student assessment information in academic decision making. We use
linear regression to determine which institutional variables are related to whether
student assessment data is influential in academic decisions. Our conclusion is that
student assessment data has only a marginal influence on academic decision making.
Our data show there is slightly more influence on educationally related decisions than
on faculty-related decisions, but in neither case is student assessment data very
influential. Nonetheless, we did find several significant predictor variables in our model,
including: the number of institutional studies relating students’ performance to their
interactions with the institution; conducting student assessment to improve internal
institutional performance; involving student affairs personnel in student assessment;
the extent of student assessment conducted; and the extent of professional develop-
ment related to student assessment that is offered to faculty, staff, and administrators.
These findings vary by institutional type.
:::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::
INTRODUCTION
Over the past decade the number of colleges and universities engaged in
some form of student assessment activity has increased (El-Khawas, 1988, 1990,
1995). Considerable descriptive information has been collected regarding the
content and methods comprising institutions’ student assessment approaches
(Cowart, 1990; Johnson, Prus, Andersen, & El-Khawas, 1991). Institutions have
reported impacts on students’ academic performance as a result of student as-
sessment efforts (Walleri & Seybert, 1993; Williford & Moden, 1993; Richarde,
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Olny, & Erwin, 1993). Understanding how colleges assess students and how
assessment impacts students provides us with only a portion of the picture. We
need to understand how institutions are using the results of student assessment
for institutional improvement as well. The literature clearly maintains that the
assessment of student performance should not be undertaken as an end in itself
but as a means to educational and institutional improvement (American Associa-
tion for Higher Education, 1992; Banta & Associates, 1993; Ewell, 1987b,
1988b, 1997). If institutions are using student assessment data for educational
and institutional improvement, there should be evidence that they are using such
data to make academic-related decisions. Such decisions could include modify-
ing teaching methods, designing new programs, and revising existing curricu-
lum. In examining such decisions, it is important to understand not only the
influence of the assessment process itself, but of the organizational patterns of
support for student assessment. To date, there has been little systematic exami-
nation of the relationship between an institution’s organizational and administra-
tive patterns designed to support and promote the use of student assessment
information and the influence of this information on institutional academic deci-
sion making (Banta, Lund, Black, & Oblander 1996; Ewell, 1988b; Gray &
Banta, 1997).
Purpose of Study
The purpose of our study is to provide systematic empirical evidence of how
postsecondary institutions support and promote the use of student assessment
information in academic decision making. Specific research questions include:
1. To what extent has student assessment information influenced academic deci-
sion making?
2. How are institutional approaches to, organizational and administrative sup-
port patterns for, and management policies and practices regarding student
assessment related to the use and influence of student assessment information
in academic decision making?
3. How do these relationships vary by institutional type?
LITERATURE REVIEW AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
Based on an extensive literature review of the organizational and administra-
tive context for student assessment in postsecondary institutions (Peterson, Ein-
arson, Trice, & Nichols, 1997), we developed a conceptual framework of institu-
tional support for student assessment. Figure 1 is derived from this conceptual
framework and is the guiding frame of reference for this study. We consider
the role of institutional context, institutional approaches to student assessment,
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organizational and administrative support for student assessment, assessment
management policies and practices, and academic decisions using student as-
sessment information. This framework purposefully excludes a domain on exter-
nal influences. External forces, such as state mandates and accreditation require-
ments, typically exert strong influences on institutions to become involved in or
to increase their involvement in student assessment. In past research (Peterson &
Augustine, in press) we found that external influences, especially the accrediting
region, affected how institutions approach student assessment. However, in
other research (Peterson, Einarson, Augustine, & Vaughan, 1999) we found that
the impact of external influences on how student assessment data is used within
an institution is extremely minimal. Therefore, we excluded external influences
from this current analysis.
Institutional Context
Institutional context is expected to directly affect approaches to student as-
sessment, the organizational and administrative support patterns, and assessment
management policies and practices. Variations in methods and forms of organi-
zational support for student assessment have been linked to differences in insti-
tutional type (Johnson et al., 1991; Steele & Lutz, 1995; Steele, Malone, &
Lutz, 1997; Patton, Dasher-Alston, Ratteray, & Kait 1996). Other studies have
found that differences in organizational and administrative support for student
assessment vary by institutional control (Johnson et al., 1991) and size (Wood-
ard, Hyman, von Destinon, & Jamison, 1991). Muffo (1992) found that respon-
dents from more prestigious institutions were less likely to react positively to
assessment activities on their campuses.
FIG. 1. Conceptual framework.
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Institutional Approach to Student Assessment
The literature identifies several domains as the basis for comparing institu-
tions’ student assessment approaches. Three of the most commonly defined do-
mains are content, methods, and analyses (Astin, 1991; Ewell, 1987c). In terms
of content, institutions may collect data on students’ cognitive (e.g., basic skills,
higher-order cognitive outcomes, subject-matter knowledge), affective (e.g., val-
ues, attitudes, satisfaction), behavioral (e.g., involvement, hours spent studying,
course completion), and post-college (e.g., educational and professional attain-
ment) performance or development (Alexander & Stark, 1986; Astin, 1991;
Bowen, 1977; Ewell, 1984; Lenning, Lee, Micek, & Service, 1977).
According to the literature, most institutions have adopted limited approaches
to student assessment—focusing primarily on cognitive rather than affective or
behavioral assessment (Cowart, 1990; Gill, 1993; Johnson et al., 1991; Patton
et al., 1996; Steele & Lutz, 1995, Steele et al., 1997). While the results of our
national survey (Peterson et al., 1999) confirm that institutions are adopting
limited approaches to students’ assessment, our results indicate that institutions
are focusing more on post-college outcomes and behavioral assessments of satis-
faction and involvement than on cognitive outcomes.
Methods of collecting data on students may include comprehensive examina-
tions, performance-based methods such as demonstrations or portfolios, surveys
or interviews, or the collection of institutional data such as enrollment or tran-
script information (Ewell, 1987c; Fong, 1988; Johnson, McCormick, Prus, &
Rogers, 1993). Most evidence suggests that institutions are using data collection
methods that are easy both to conduct and analyze, such as course completion
and grade data (Cowart, 1990; Gill, 1993; Patton et al., 1996; Steele & Lutz,
1995; Peterson et al., 1999). Nonetheless, longitudinal studies have documented
an increase in the tendency to use more complex measures such as portfolio
assessment (El-Khawas, 1992, 1995).
In terms of analyses, institutions may vary in the levels of aggregation at
which they conduct their studies, such as at the individual student, the depart-
ment, the school, or the college level (Alexander & Stark, 1986; Astin, 1991;
Ewell, 1984, 1988b). Analyses may also vary by complexity—reports may con-
tain descriptive summaries of student outcomes, comparative or trend analyses,
or relational studies relating student performance to aspects of their educational
experiences (Astin, 1991; Ewell, 1988b; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991).
Organizational and Administrative Support for Student Assessment
Within the organizational and administrative support environment, two do-
mains are suggested as potential influences on the use of student assessment
data: student assessment strategy (Ewell, 1987a; Hyman, Beeler, & Benedict,
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1994) and leadership and governance patterns supporting student assessment
(Ewell, 1988a, 1988b; Johnson et al., 1991). Student assessment strategy in-
cludes the mission and purpose for conducting student assessment. Research
has found that institutions which profess an internal-improvement purpose for
conducting assessment foster greater support for their activities than do those
institutions which conduct assessment in response to external mandates (Aper,
Cuver, & Hinkle, 1990; Braskamp, 1991; Ewell, 1987a; Wolff & Harris, 1995).
Another aspect of strategy is the institutional mission. Whether the mission pri-
oritizes undergraduate teaching and learning (Banta & Associates, 1993; Hutch-
ings & Marchese, 1990) and student assessment (Duvall, 1994) as important
activities, or specifies intended educational outcomes (Braskamp, 1991) may be
predictive of greater internal support for student assessment.
Both administrative (Banta et al., 1996; Duvall, 1994; Ewell, 1988a; Ross-
man & El-Khawas, 1987) and faculty (Banta & Associates, 1993) support are
reported to be important positive influences on an institution’s assessment activ-
ities. The nature of the governance and decision-making process for student
assessment and the number of individuals involved in decision making are im-
portant indicators of the level of support for student assessment throughout an
institution. Whether or not this governance and decision making is centralized
in upper hierarchical levels or organizational units of an institution is expected
to influence the level of support for student assessment. While on the one hand,
a centralized approach indicates that there is support at the top for student as-
sessment (Ewell, 1984; Thomas, 1991), most researchers have found favorable
effects of a decentralized approach as such tends to involve more faculty (Astin,
1991; Banta et al., 1996; Eisenman, 1991; Ewell, 1984; Marchese, 1988; Teren-
zini, 1989).
Assessment Management Policies and Practices
The extent to which institutions develop specific management policies and
practices to promote student assessment is linked to the level of support for
student assessment within the institution (Ewell, 1988a). Examples of such as-
sessment management policies and practices include linking internal resource
allocation processes to assessment efforts (Ewell, 1984, 1987a, 1987b, 1987c,
1988a; Thomas, 1991); creating computerized student assessment information
systems to manage and analyze data (Ewell, 1984, 1988a; Terenzini, 1989);
regularly communicating student assessment purposes, activities, and results to
a wide range of internal and external constituents (Ewell, 1984; Mentkowski,
1991; Thomas, 1991); encouraging student participation in assessment activities
(Duvall, 1994; Erwin, 1991; Loacker & Mentkowski, 1993); providing profes-
sional development on student assessment for faculty, administrators, and staff
(Ewell, 1988b, Gentemann, Fletcher, & Potter, 1994); and linking assessment
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involvement or results to faculty evaluation and rewards (Ewell, 1984; Halpern,
1987; Ryan, 1993; Twomey, Lillibridge, Hawkins, & Reidlinger, 1995). All of
these policies and practices have been recommended as methods to increase
both assessment support and activity levels. However, scholars differ on the
usefulness and efficacy of linking student assessment results to faculty evalua-
tions.
Academic Decisions
Researchers suggest data collected from student assessment efforts may be
used to inform a variety of academic decisions including academic planning,
mission, and goal development; academic governance; internal resource alloca-
tion; academic program review; professional development offerings; faculty
evaluation; and student academic support services (Banta et al., 1996; Ewell,
1984, 1987a, 1987b, 1987c, 1988b, 1997; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991;
Thomas, 1991, Jacobi, Astin, & Ayala, 1987). Positive relationships between
student assessment data and academic decisions are expected to have an influ-
ence on institutional perceptions of the importance of, the degree of involvement
in, and the commitment to student assessment efforts.
Studies on whether institutions use student assessment data for such purposes
have been somewhat limited in scope. Most extant knowledge about whether
and how institutions have utilized student outcomes information and how it
impacts institutions comes from participant observation in single institutions or
comparisons of a small number of similar institutions (Banta & Associates,
1993; Banta et al., 1996). Existing evidence from limited multi-institutional re-
search indicates student assessment information is used most often in academic
planning decisions (Barak & Sweeney, 1995; Hyman et al., 1994) and least
often in decisions regarding faculty rewards (Cowart, 1990; Steele & Lutz,
1995).
Kasworm and Marienau (1993) reported on the experiences of three institu-
tions in which efforts to plan and implement student assessment stimulated inter-
nal consideration and dialogue about the institutional mission. In Ory and Park-
er’s (1989) examination of assessment activities at large research universities,
informing policy and budget decisions was among the most commonly reported
uses of assessment information. Several institutions have reported using student
assessment information within the program review process to evaluate program
strengths and weaknesses and to inform subsequent decisions regarding program
modification, initiation, and termination (Walleri & Seybert, 1993; Williford &
Moden, 1993). Knight and Lumsden (1990) described how one institution’s en-
gagement in student assessment efforts led to the provision of faculty develop-
ment regarding assessment alternatives and related issues of their design, imple-
mentation, and interpretation. Modifications in student advisement processes
ORGANIZATIONAL PRACTICES AND INFLUENCE OF STUDENT ASSESSMENT 27
and goals in response to assessment information have also been noted (Knight &
Lumsden, 1990).
Scholars have speculated that the use of student assessment data depends on
the extent of organizational and administrative support for student assessment
and on the content and technical design of the student assessment approach
(Peterson et al., 1997). However, there has been little attempt to link differences
in the uses of student assessment to specific variations in forms of organizational




Prior to developing our survey instrument, we conducted a review and synthe-
sis of the literature on student assessment (Peterson et al., 1997). We structured
our survey on the institutional dynamics, policies, and practices related to stu-
dent assessment reported in the literature. Our preliminary instrument was pilot
tested with chief academic administrators in four different types of institutions
(associate of arts, baccalaureate, comprehensive, and research); these pilot tests
led to revisions of the questionnaire.
The resulting instrument “Institutional Support for Student Assessment”
(ISSA) is a comprehensive inventory of external influences on student assess-
ment, institutional approaches to student assessment, patterns of organizational
and administrative support for student assessment, assessment management poli-
cies and practices, and the uses and impacts of assessment information. In winter
1998, we surveyed all 2,524 U.S. institutions of postsecondary education (ex-
cluding specialized and proprietary institutions) on their undergraduate student
assessment activities. We received 1,393 completed surveys by our deadline, for
a response rate of 55%. For a detailed discussion of survey procedures, see
Peterson et al., 1999.
Variables
Most of the variables we examined in this study are factors or indices created
from the Institutional Support for Student Assessment (ISSA) Survey. Table 1
lists all of the variables we examined in this study, their content, values, and
data source. Under “Institutional Characteristics” we have excluded the variable
“control.” We could not use both “control” and “institutional type” in our regres-
sion models because these two variables are strongly correlated. In our past
research (Peterson et al., 1999), we found that institutional type was a stronger
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predictor than control on several dependent measures, including the one in this
study.
We attempted to reduce the data in our study in order to develop more accu-
rate dimensions and to better manage analysis. Data was reduced through either
factor or cluster analysis. In the factor analyses, items within sections were
factored using an oblique rotation method. Items were chosen for inclusion in a
factor if they weighed most strongly on that factor, their loading exceeded .40,
and they made sense conceptually (see Peterson et al., 1999 for further details
on how the items factored). Cluster analysis was used on sections of the ques-
tionnaire with yes/no responses. We created factor and cluster scores, respec-
tively, by either deriving the mean of the items included in the factor or creating
additive indices of the “yes” responses. Alpha coefficients of reliability were
calculated for each index.
Within our domain of academic decisions, two dependent variables emerged
in the factor analysis: educational decisions and faculty decisions. The educa-
tional decision index is comprised of 10 item-variables and the “faculty deci-
sion” index is a composite of 2 item-variables.
Analyses
Following data reduction, descriptive and comparative statistics were run to
examine student assessment approaches, organizational and administrative sup-
port patterns, the assessment management policies and practices, and use and
influence of student assessment information in educational and faculty decision
making. To answer our first research question, we created descriptive profiles
of the responding institutions on whether they used student assessment informa-
tion in making educational and faculty decisions. We also conducted analyses
of variance to examine mean differences on all variables by institutional type.
To answer our second and third research questions, we used linear regression
to determine which institutional variables were related to whether student as-
sessment data was influential in educational and faculty decisions. Regression
models were estimated for all institutional respondents and separately for each
institutional type. We entered each variable using the stepwise method. The use
of stepwise regression was justified on several counts: the literature provided
no basis for ordering predictor variables in the model a priori; the cross-sectional
data used in this study made it impossible to infer temporal relationships among
the predictor variables; and regression analyses entering all model variables,
singly and in blocks based on conceptual domains, did not produce substantially
different results from those obtained using the stepwise method. This model
also provided values to account for changes in the explained variance in the
outcome measure associated with each retained variable.
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TABLE 1. Variable Names, Type, Values, and Data Source
Data












extent of assessment additive index Range = 10–55 ISSA
Mean = 36.12
number of instruments additive index Range = 0–24 ISSA
Mean = 9.35
student-centered factor including: Alpha = .61 ISSA
methods 1) student performance in cap- Scale range = 1–46
stone courses; 2) student Mean = 1.37
portfolios or comprehensive
projects; 3) observations of
student performance; 4) stu-
dent interviews or focus
groups
external methods factor including: Alpha = .63 ISSA
1) employer interviews or fo- Scale range = 1–46
cus groups & 2) alumni in- Mean = 2.04
terviews or focus groups
number of studies additive index Range = 0–9 ISSA
Mean = 2.20





mission emphasis additive index Range = 0–3 ISSA
Mean = 1.48
internal purposes factor including: Alpha = .79 ISSA
1) guiding undergraduate aca- Scale range3 = 1–4
demic program improve- Mean = 2.48
ment; 2) improving achieve-
ment of undergraduate
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TABLE 1. (Continued)
Data
Variable Type of Variable Values Source
students; 3) improving fac-
ulty instructional perfor-
mance; 4) guiding resource
allocation decisions
accrediting purpose item Scale range2 = 1–4 ISSA3
Mean = 3.61
state purpose item ISSA
Scale range2 = 1–4
Mean = 2.89
administrative and additive index Range = 0–7 ISSA
governance Mean = 2.33
activities
administrative and additive index Range = 4–20 ISSA
faculty support Mean = 17.05
formal centralized item 1 = yes/0 = no ISSA
policy Mean = .50
institution wide item 1 = yes/0 = no ISSA




budget decisions additive index Range = 0–2 ISSA
Mean = .08
computer support additive index Range = 0–3 ISSA
Mean = .79
access to information additive index Range = 0–5 ISSA
Mean = 3.46
distribution of reports additive index Range = 0–6 ISSA
Mean = 2.43
student involvement factor including: Alpha = .69 ISSA
1) students informed about stu- Scale Range = 1–57
dent assessment purpose Mean = 2.66
and uses; 2) students re-
quired to participate in as-
sessment activities; 3) stu-
dent provided individual
feedback on assessment re-
sults
professional factor including: Alpha = .77 ISSA
development 1) funds for faculty to attend Scale Range = 1–57
assessment conferences; 2) Mean = 1.89
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TABLE 1. (Continued)
Data
Variable Type of Variable Values Source
student assessment work-
shops for faculty; 3) faculty
assistance for using assess-
ment; 4) student assessment
workshops for academic ad-
ministrators
student affairs factor including: Alpha = .84 ISSA
1) assessment training re- Scale Range = 1–57
quired for student affairs Mean = 1.94
staff & 2) student assess-
ment workshops for student
affairs administrators
faculty evaluation factor including: Alpha = .77 ISSA
1) promotion evaluation in- Scale Range = 1–57
cludes student performance; Mean = 1.24
2) salary evaluation in-
cludes student performance;
3) evaluation considers fac-
ulty participation in student
assessment; 4) evaluation
considers scholarship on stu-
dent assessment; 5) public
recognition for faculty use
of assessment
academic planning factor including: Alpha = .84 ISSA
and review policies 1) course review uses assess- Scale Range = 1–57
ment data; 2) department or Mean = 2.79
program planning uses as-
sessment data; 3) curricu-
lum review uses assessment
data; 4) academic support




educational decisions factor including: Alpha = .83 ISSA
1) modify instructional or Scale Range = 1–48
teaching methods; 2) design Mean = 1.40
academic programs or ma-
jors; 3) revise general educa-
tion curriculum; 4) create
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TABLE 1. (Continued)
Data
Variable Type of Variable Values Source
out-of-class learning experi-
ences; 5) revise undergradu-
ate academic mission; 6) re-
vise undergraduate
academic mission; 7) mod-
ify student academic sup-
port services; 8) design stu-
dent affairs units; 9)
allocate resources to aca-
demic units; 10) create dis-
tance learning initiatives
faculty decisions factor including: Alpha = .79 ISSA
1) decide faculty salary in- Scale Range = 1–48
creases & 2) decide faculty Mean = 1.28
promotion and tenure
1Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System.
21 = no importance, 2 = minor importance, 3 = moderate importance, 4 = very important.
3Inventory of Institutional Support for Student Assessment.
51 = not collected, 2 = collected for some, 3 = collected for many, 4 = collected for all students.
61 = not used, 2 = used in some units, 3 = used in most units, 4 = used in all units.
71 = not done at all, 2 = done in a few departments, 3 = done in some departments, 4 = done in many
departments, 5 = done in most departments.
81 = no action or influence unknown, 2 = action taken, data not influential, 3 = action taken, data
somewhat influential, 4 = action taken, data very influential.
91 = not monitored, do not know, 2 = monitored, negative impact, 3 = monitored, no known impact,
4 = monitored, positive impact.
RESULTS
Influence of Student Assessment Information on Educational and
Faculty Decisions
Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations, and F scores for the twelve
decision items listed in the ISSA instrument for all institutions and by institu-
tional type. Of the 12 decisions listed in our instrument, the 10 educational
decisions factored on one index with an alpha of .83 (see Table 2). The remain-
ing two variables, “decide faculty salary increases” and “decide faculty promo-
tion and tenure” factored together with a .79 measure of reliability. The means
and standard deviations for these indices are also provided in Table 2. The mean
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TABLE 2. Influence of Student Assessment Information on Educational
and Faculty Decisions by Institutional Type
Extent of Influence of Student Assessment Information1
Assoc. Bacca-
All of Arts laureate Master’s Doctoral Research





demic mission 2.06 2.06 2.09 2.16 1.92 1.51 5.78**




programs or 2.54 2.46 2.61 2.67 2.38 2.33 3.58**
majors (1.03) (1.04) (1.05) (.93) (1.05) (1.02)
3. Designing or
reorganizing
student affairs 1.91 1.88 1.93 1.90 1.92 1.99 .27
units (1.05) (1.04) (1.09) (1.02) (1.07) (1.15)
4. Allocating re-
sources to aca- 1.81 1.88 1.77 1.79 1.59 1.64 2.41*




icies or 2.61 2.70 1.55 2.60 2.56 2.29 2.90*
processes (1.07) (1.04) (1.08) (1.09) (1.04) (1.13)
6. Modifying gen-
eral education 2.47 2.39 2.57 2.55 2.37 2.26 2.75*
curriculum (1.06) (1.06) (1.05) (1.04) (1.13) (.99)
7. Modifying stu-
dent out-of-
class learning 2.14 2.00 2.34 2.22 2.16 2.05 5.92**
experiences (1.04) (1.02) (1.07) (1.03) (.95) (.90)
8. Creating or
modifying dis-
tance learning 1.72 1.88 1.52 1.70 1.66 1.51 7.47**
initiatives (.97) (1.02) (.93) (.94) (.91) (.80)
9. Modifying
teaching 2.47 2.51 2.43 2.51 2.38 2.30 1.14
methods (.97) (1.00) (.98) (.92) (.96) (.95)
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TABLE 2. (Continued)
Extent of Influence of Student Assessment Information1
Assoc. Bacca-
All of Arts laureate Master’s Doctoral Research
N = 1393 N = 528 N = 305 N = 306 N = 64 N = 78 F
10. Modifying
student aca-
demic support 2.56 2.56 2.49 2.56 2.48 2.73 .99
services (1.02) (1.01) (1.05) (1.00) (1.05) (.94)
EDUCATIONAL 1.40 1.40 1.40 1.44 1.32 1.29 2.55*
DEC. INDEX2 (.41) (.42) (.41) (.38) (.42) (.34)
Faculty Decisions
1. Faculty promo- 1.46 1.36 1.70 1.45 1.36 1.32 10.03**
tion and tenure (.78) (.73) (.93) (.73) (.74) (.58)
2. Faculty salary
increases or 1.39 1.30 1.49 1.45 1.34 1.31 4.23**
rewards (.73) (.67) (.81) (.73) (.72) (.57)
FACULTY
DECISION 1.28 1.20 1.44 1.30 1.22 1.19 8.04**
INDEX2 (.62) (.57) (.71) (.60) (.59) (.50)
*p < .05; **p < .01
11 = no action or influence unknown; 2 = action taken, data not influential; 3 = action taken, data
somewhat influential; 4 = action taken, data very influential.
2The value of the indices are slightly less than the values of the items as the means of the items
were multiplied by their factor loadings in the calculation for the index scores.
Note: Standard deviations are in parentheses.
ANOVAs were used to identify statistically significant differences among institutional types.
scores provide a broad picture of the extent to which institutions have utilized
information available from their undergraduate student assessment processes.
The means on the 12 items for all institutions range from 1.39 to 2.61, indicat-
ing that assessment information has had little or only limited influence on educa-
tional and faculty decisions. Of the ten items in the educational decision index,
institutions most often reported that assessment had some degree of positive
influence with respect to the following actions: modifying student assessment
plans or processes (2.61); modifying student academic support services (2.56);
designing or reorganizing academic programs or majors (2.54); modifying the
general education curriculum (2.47); and modifying teaching methods (2.47).
To a lesser extent, all institutions reported that assessment information had influ-
enced modifications to student out-of-class learning experiences (2.14) and revi-
sions to undergraduate academic mission or goals (2.06). In terms of educational
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decisions, all institutions were least likely to report any influence from assess-
ment information on: designing or reorganizing student affairs units (1.91), allo-
cating resources to academic units (1.81), and creating or modifying distance
learning initiatives (1.72). The two items in the faculty decision index were
influenced less by student assessment information than any of the educational
decision items. Student assessment data had little influence on decisions related
to faculty promotion and tenure (1.46) and to faculty salary increases or rewards
(1.39). Overall, assessment information was more likely to influence decisions
regarding the assessment process itself, academic planning, and classroom-based
instructional practices than decisions concerning the budget, out-of-class learn-
ing experiences, and faculty evaluation and rewards.
Influence of Student Assessment Information on Educational and
Faculty Decisions by Institutional Type
There were no statistically significant differences among the five institutional
types on the assessment influences reported for three of the ten educational
decisions: designing or reorganizing student affairs units; modifying teaching
methods; and modifying student academic support services. The other seven
decisions and the educational decision index all showed significant differences
by institutional type, but differences were generally not large in magnitude. The
two faculty decision items and the faculty decision index all showed statistically
significant differences by institutional type.
Associate of arts institutions reported the most influence from student assess-
ment information on the following educational decision items: modifying stu-
dent assessment plans or processes (2.70), allocating resources to academic units
(1.88), and creating or modifying distance learning initiatives (1.88). They were
least likely among the institutional types to report assessment information influ-
ences on faculty salary increases or rewards (1.30). Remaining responses fell in
the middle range among institutional types.
Baccalaureate institutions were highest in reported influence on two educa-
tional decision items: modifying the general education curriculum (2.57) and
modifying student out-of-class learning experiences (2.34). They were the low-
est on modifying student assessment plans, policies, or processes (1.55). They
were also highest on the two faculty decisions: deciding faculty promotion and
tenure (1.70) and faculty salary increases or rewards (1.49).
Master’s institutions reported the most assessment influence among institu-
tional types on two educational decision items: revising undergraduate academic
missions and goals (2.16) and designing or reorganizing academic programs or
majors (2.67). They reported the second highest influence scores for all remain-
ing educational and faculty decision items.
Doctoral institutions reported comparatively less influence from student as-
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sessment on either the educational or the faculty decision items. They were least
likely to report that student assessment information had influenced decisions
regarding resource allocations to academic units (1.59). All remaining responses
were neither the highest nor lowest reported among institutional types.
Research institutions were least likely of all institutional types to report as-
sessment influences on the educational decision items. They reported the lowest
influence on four educational decision items: designing or reorganizing aca-
demic programs or majors (2.33); modifying general education curriculum
(2.26); revising undergraduate academic mission or goals (1.51); and creating
and modifying distance learning initiatives (1.51). They were also lowest in
terms of the influence of student assessment information in deciding faculty
promotion and tenure (1.32).
Given the patterns for the individual items, the resulting means for the indices
are not surprising. There are significant differences among institution types for
both indices. For the educational decision index, master’s institutions scored the
highest and research institutions scored the lowest. For the faculty decision in-
dex, baccalaureate institutions scored the highest and research institutions again
scored the lowest.
Predictors of the Influence of Student Assessment Information on
Educational and Faculty Decisions
The results reported above demonstrate that many institutions report only
limited influence of student assessment data on educational and faculty deci-
sions. Nonetheless, enough institutions responded that student assessment data
had been influential to advance to the next step in our research. Our second
research question asks how institutional context, institutional approaches to, or-
ganizational and administrative support patterns for, and assessment manage-
ment policies and practices regarding student assessment are related to the use
and influence of student assessment information in educational and faculty deci-
sion making. In order to answer this question, we constructed a regression model
for all institutions.
Our model for the educational decision index for all institutions had an ad-
justed R square of .43 and our model for the faculty decision index for all
institutions had an adjusted R square of .15.
The model for the educational decision index was the better fit of the two. In
this model, 11 predictor variables are statistically significant and they are dis-
tributed among approach, support, and assessment management policies and
practices. The most significant variable, which also explains the most variance
in the dependent measure, is the number of studies an institution does on relating
students’ performance to their interaction with the institution. Also highly sig-
nificant are whether an institution conducts assessment for the purpose of im-
TABLE 3. Predictors of the Influence of Student Assessment Data
on both Educational and Faculty Decisions for All Institutions
Educational
Decisions Faculty Decisions
N = 521 N = 534
Beta ∆R 2 Beta ∆R 2
Adjusted R 2 .42 .15
Institutional Context
Size
Institutional Approach to Student
Assessment
Extent of student assessment .11** .03
Number of instruments
Student-centered methods .09* .01 .10* .01
External methods
Total assessment studies .22** .17 .15** .04
Total assessment reports
Institutional Support for Student
Assessment
Mission emphasis
Conduct for internal improvement .17** .06
Conduct for accreditation −.08* .01
Conduct for state 14** .02
Admin. & gov. activities
Admin. & faculty support
Formal centralized policy
Institution-wide planning group −.10* .01
Assessment Management Policies and
Practices
Budget Decisions .11** .02
Computer Support
Access to Information .09* .01
Distribution of Reports
Student Involvement .09* .01
Professional Development .11** .01 .09* .01
Student Affairs Involve. .16** .09
Faculty Evaluation1 .09* .02 n/inc
Acad. Planning & Rev.2 n/inc .18** .08
*p < .05; **p < .01
1The factor “faculty evaluation” was not entered into the regression model predicting use of student
assessment information in making faculty decisions, since many of the items comprising these two
factors were similar.
2The factor “academic planning and review” was not entered into the regression model predicting
use of student assessment information in making educational decisions, since many of the items
comprising these two factors were similar.
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proving internal institutional performance and whether the institution involves
student affairs personnel in the student assessment process. The next two statisti-
cally significant predictors are the extent of student assessment conducted by
the institution and the amount of professional development provided by the
institution. Also significant are: how many student-centered methods of assess-
ment the institution uses, the level of access provided to student assessment
information, the level of student involvement in assessment activities, and the
level of faculty evaluation based on student assessment participation and results.
The only negative predictor is fairly weak: whether the institution conducts
student assessment to meet accreditation requirements.
The model on faculty decisions does not explain as much of the variance in
the dependent measure (adjusted R2 = .15). The most important predictor in
terms of both significance level and amount of variance explained is whether
the institution uses student assessment data to plan or review curriculum. The
next two most important predictors are the number of studies conducted by an
institution relating students’ performance to their interactions with the institution
and the extent to which the academic budgeting process considers student as-
sessment data. Two other variables are significant, but explain less than 2% of
the variance: the number of student centered methods the institution uses and
the extent to which the institution offers professional development for faculty,
administrators, and staff on student assessment. One predictor has a small nega-
tive effect on using student assessment data to make faculty-related decisions:
whether the institution has an institution-wide planning group on student assess-
ment.
Predictors of the Influence of Student Assessment Information on
Educational and Faculty Decisions by Institutional Type
Our third research question asked how these same predictor variables are
related to educational and faculty decisions by institutional type. In order to
answer this question, we ran the regression model separately for each institu-
tional type. Table 4 presents the regression model on educational decisions by
institutional type. We combined the doctoral and the research institutions to-
gether in order to increase the number of institutions in the regression model.
The model continues to work well for each institutional type—working espe-
cially well for master’s institutions (adjusted R2 = .60).
The model works well for associate degree institutions, explaining 41% of
the variance in the influence of student assessment data on educational deci-
sions. Seven predictor variables are significant and these are spread fairly evenly
among approach, support, and assessment management policies and practices.
The most significant variable, explaining most of the variance, is the number of
instruments these institutions use in assessing students. The next most important
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TABLE 4. Predictors of the Influence of Student Assessment Information
on Educational Decisions by Institutional Type
Associate Doctoral
of Arts Baccalaureate Master’s & Research
N = 212 N = 118 N = 137 N = 134
Beta ∆R 2 Beta ∆R 2 Beta ∆R 2 Beta ∆R 2




















Mission emphasis −.17* .02
Conduct for internal











planning group −.12* .01
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TABLE 4. (Continued)
Associate Doctoral
of Arts Baccalaureate Master’s & Research
N = 212 N = 118 N = 137 N = 134




Budget Decisions .15* .02
Computer Support
Access to Information .23** .07
Distribution of
Reports .15* .01




Involve. .17** .05 .30** .20 .21** .03
Faculty Evaluation .16** .03 .30** .12
Acad. Planning &
Rev.1 n/inc n/inc n/inc n/inc
*p < .05; **p < .01
1The factor “academic planning and review” was not entered into the regression model predicting
use of student assessment information in making educational decisions, since many of the items
comprising these two factors were similar.
variable in this model is the total number of institutional studies relating stu-
dents’ performance to their interactions with the institution. The four remaining
significant, positive predictors are similar in terms of significance and strength:
the extent to which student affairs personnel are involved in assessing students,
the extent to which faculty are evaluated on student assessment participation
and results, the level of student assessment report distribution, and whether the
institution conducts assessment to improve internal activities. Finally, the exis-
tence of an institution-wide group that plans for student assessment has a small
negative influence on the extent to which these institutions use student assess-
ment data to make educational decisions.
Although the model for baccalaureate institutions is similarly strong (R2 =
.41), there are only four significant predictor variables. The two most important
variables, in terms of both significance and strength in accounting for the ex-
plained variance in the dependent measure, are the extent to which student af-
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fairs personnel are involved in assessing students and the total number of institu-
tional studies conducted on the relationship between students’ performance to
their interactions with the institution. The remaining two variables are also fairly
strong predictors: whether the institution conducts assessment to improve inter-
nal activities and the level of student involvement in student assessment.
The model works best for master’s institutions, explaining 60% of the overall
variance. Nine predictor variables are significant. Eight of these have a positive
impact on the influence of student assessment data in educational decision mak-
ing. The most important of these is the extent of student assessment conducted
by the institution. This variable alone accounts for over a quarter of the overall
variance explained. Two variables follow this one in terms of importance:
whether the institution conducts assessment for internal improvement and the
number of people who have access to student assessment information. The re-
maining five variables that positively predict the dependent measure are all
fairly equivalent in terms of importance: student enrollment; the total number
of institutional studies linking students’ performance to their interaction with
the institution; the extent to which the academic budgeting process considers
student assessment efforts and results; and both the level of student and of
student affairs personnel involvement in student assessment. The number of
instruments used by the institution has a slight negative effect on the extent to
which the institution uses student assessment information to make educational
decisions.
The model for the doctoral and research institutions is also strong, explaining
46% of the overall variance in the extent to which these institutions use student
assessment data in making educational decisions. Seven predictor variables are
significant and six are positive. The three most important predictors are: the
extent to which the institutions provide professional development on student
assessment to faculty, administrators, and staff; the extent to which faculty are
evaluated on participating in and using results of student assessment, and the
number of institutional studies relating students’ performance to their interac-
tions with the institutions. The remaining three positive predictors are fairly
similar in strength: the importance of internal improvement as a purpose for
conducting student assessment; the level of administrative and faculty support
for student assessment; and the level of student involvement in student assess-
ment. One predictor, the extent to which the mission emphasizes undergraduate
education and student assessment, has a small negative impact on the extent to
which institutions use student assessment data to make educational decisions.
Table 5 presents the results of the regression models on faculty-related deci-
sions by institutional type. Both the small number of items in the faculty deci-
sion index (2) and the reported low level of influence of student assessment on
faculty decisions limit the usefulness of this model. The results of the regres-
sions in Table 5 confirms the limitations. The model accounts for more than
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TABLE 5. Predictors of the Influence of Student Assessment Information
on Faculty Decisions by Institutional Type
Associate Doctoral
of Arts Baccalaureate Master’s & Research
N = 217 N = 123 N = 138 N = 144
Beta ∆R 2 Beta ∆R 2 Beta ∆R 2 Beta ∆R 2

































planning group −.13* .02
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TABLE 5. (Continued
Associate Doctoral
of Arts Baccalaureate Master’s & Research
N = 217 N = 123 N = 138 N = 144















Faculty Evaluation1 n/inc n/inc
Acad. Planning &
Rev. .19** .04
*p < .05; **p < .01
1The factor “faculty evaluation” was not entered into the regression model predicting use of student
assessment information in making faculty decisions, since many of the items comprising these two
factors were similar.
11% of the variance only for the baccalaureate institutions where it accounts for
40% of the variance. The success of this model reflects the fact that these insti-
tutions were the ones most likely to report student assessment data as influential
in faculty decisions (see Table 2). Two approach variables are significant and
account for the most variance: the extent to which the institutions use student-
centered methods and the extent to which the institutions use external methods.
Two institutional support variables are significant and moderately influential:
whether the institution conducts assessment for internal improvement and
whether the institution conducts assessment to meet state mandates. Two assess-
ment management practices variables contribute significantly although at a
lesser level: the extent to which institutions link student assessment processes
to budget decisions and the extent to which they involve student affairs person-
nel in their assessment processes.
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CONCLUSION
Our conclusion is that student assessment data has only a marginal influence
on academic decision making. Our data show there is slightly more influence
on educationally related decisions than on faculty-related decisions, but in nei-
ther case is student assessment data very influential. However, there is variance
among institutional types in terms of the extent to which they use student assess-
ment data to make educational and faculty-related decisions. Baccalaureate insti-
tutions are most likely to use student assessment information to make decisions
regarding faculty promotion and tenure and faculty salary increases or rewards.
This finding is not surprising given these institutions’ emphasis on the teaching
and learning of undergraduates. Conversely, research institutions tend to make
the least use of student assessment data in making both educational and faculty-
related decisions. Neither is this finding surprising, given these institutions’ em-
phasis on both research and graduate-level education.
On our second research question regarding what variables predict the extent
to which institutions find student assessment data influential in making educa-
tional and faculty decisions, it is not surprising that the number of institutional
studies relating students’ performance to their interactions with the institution
was an important predictor in both models. Understanding what factors influ-
ence student performance should be useful in making educational decisions. It
is also not surprising that conducting student assessment to improve internal
institutional performance affects the extent to which student assessment data is
used to make educational decisions. This finding not only confirms results of
earlier studies, but if institutions intend to improve their performance by using
the data, it is probably more likely that they will do so. It is also possible that
survey respondents who know that their student assessment data is being used
in educational decisions would respond that this use of the data is important. It
is more interesting that the involvement of student affairs personnel in student
assessment is a strong predictor in the educational decision model. Perhaps in-
volving student affairs personnel is an indication that the institution is heavily
committed to student assessment and has involved constituents outside of the
academic affairs offices.
The next two important predictors also make sense intuitively. The extent of
student assessment conducted makes a difference, as does the extent of profes-
sional development related to student assessment that is offered to faculty, staff,
and administrators. Both of these variables represent an institutional commit-
ment to the student assessment process. Neither are the remaining five signifi-
cant predictors surprising. However, it is somewhat surprising that conducting
student assessment for accreditation purposes emerged as a negative predictor
in the educational decisions model. Apparently, the more important the accredi-
tation mandate is to the institution, the less likely the institution is to use student
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assessment data to make educational decisions. Perhaps institutions are either
threatened by or resent the external requirement and are therefore less likely to
commit to their student assessment process beyond what is necessary to achieve
accreditation.
In answering our third research question, the models by institution type pro-
vide greater insight into how different institutions use assessment data when
making educational decisions. Two variables remain strong predictors regardless
of institutional type: the number of institutional studies relating students’ perfor-
mance to their interactions with the institution, and the extent to which the
institutions hold internal improvement as an important purpose for conducting
student assessment. In the educational decision model, for all but associate of
arts institutions, the level of student involvement is an important predictor. It
may be difficult to involve students at associate of arts institutions if many
students are commuting and attending part-time. In this same model, involving
student affairs personnel is an important predictor at all but the doctoral and
research institutions. This finding is not surprising, given that research universi-
ties are least likely, after baccalaureate institutions, to involve student affairs
personnel in assessment (Peterson et al., 1999).
For associate of arts institutions there are several variables that are important
in predicting the influence of student assessment in educational and faculty deci-
sions. In addition to the three mentioned above (total studies, internal improve-
ment, and student affairs involvement), the number of instruments used and the
extent of report distribution are both significant predictors. Both of these vari-
ables speak to the extent of student assessment at the institution. In addition,
the extent of faculty evaluation that incorporates student assessment results posi-
tively predicts the influence of student assessment information in educational
decisions. Similarly, the extent of incorporating student assessment results into
academic planning and review processes positively predicts the influence of
student assessment in faculty decisions. It is not surprising that if institutions
use assessment to make decisions in the academic realm, they will also do so
in the faculty-decision realm.
Perhaps the most interesting finding for the associate of arts institutions is the
negative influence of having an institution-wide planning group on using student
assessment data in making both educational and faculty decisions. If there is a
planning group, it is likely that the survey respondent was a member of it, and
perhaps members of such a group quite clearly realize the limits of using student
assessment results at their institution. Or, conversely, these members may not
see the uses of student assessment results if the people who are using them are
not members of the planning group. Or, finally, perhaps the centralization of
student assessment data into one planning group, coupled with the typical com-
plexities of committee work, have hindered the use of assessment data in these
institutions.
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Baccalaureate institutions mainly follow the pattern described above, namely
that total assessment studies, conducting for internal improvement, and both
student and student affairs personnel involvement were all important predictors.
However, four other predictors were important in the faculty decision model.
Both the extent of student-centered methods and the extent of external methods
were important predictors of the influence of student assessment data in making
faculty-related decisions. Faculty may be more actively involved in these types
of student assessment measures as opposed to the more traditional tests and
instruments. It makes sense that in institutions where faculty decisions are based
on student assessment involvement and results, faculty would become more
actively involved in assessing their students. Whether the institution conducts
assessment to meet state mandates is also an important predictor in this model.
It is likely that states may require that institutions demonstrate a link between
student assessment and institutional performance, and for baccalaureate institu-
tions, faculty performance is often the measure of institutional performance.
Finally, if these institutions connect budgeting decisions to student assessment
processes and results, they are more likely to purport that student assessment
results have influenced faculty-related decisions. This finding is not surprising
as both linking assessment results to budgeting and to faculty decisions implies
a similar institutional strategy or “way of doing things.”
While master’s institutions also follow the pattern of being affected by total
studies, conducting assessment for internal improvement, and student and stu-
dent affairs personnel involvement, there are several other important predictors
for these institutions. In the faculty decisions model, the extent of report distri-
bution is an important predictor. It is likely that this variable is indicative of the
level of commitment to student assessment at the institution. Surprisingly, this
institutional type is the only one for which the extent of student assessment
conducted is an important predictor of the influence of student assessment on
educational decisions. One could logically believe that the more student assess-
ment conducted, the more likely the results would be to influence the institution.
It is perhaps more telling that this variable was not predictive in the other mod-
els than that it is predictive for master’s institutions. For most institutional types,
more activity does not automatically equal greater use of the results of that
activity.
Also surprising is that master’s institutions are the only institutional type for
which access to student assessment information is a significant predictor of the
influence of student assessment information in educational decisions. One could
conclude that access to information would lead to use of information, but for
most institutional types this is not the case. Enrollment size is also significant
only for master’s institutions. The larger institutions are more likely to use stu-
dent assessment information in making educational decisions. Perhaps there is
more variance in master’s institutions by size in terms of institutional resources
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that can be devoted to processes for linking student assessment results to educa-
tional decisions. This finding may also be related to control; public master’s
institutions may be making a greater use of assessment data than are private
master’s institutions. However, in our past research (Peterson et al., 1999), we
found that there were no differences by control of the institution on most of the
educational decision variables. Public institutions were more likely to use stu-
dent assessment data to modify both student assessment processes and distance
learning initiatives. However, private institutions were more likely to use student
assessment data to modify student out-of-class experiences. There were no sig-
nificant differences between private and public institutions on the other six edu-
cational decision variables.
As was the case with baccalaureate institutions, linking budget decisions to
student assessment is also an important predictor for master’s institutions. Fi-
nally, the number of instruments used by master’s institutions is a negative
predictor of the influence of student assessment information on educational deci-
sions—an opposite finding to that for associate of arts institutions. Perhaps for
master’s institutions, using traditional tests and instruments comes at the ex-
pense of using student or externally focused assessment techniques that involve
more faculty, staff, and administrators. Less involvement could mean fewer peo-
ple are aware of or interested in assessment activities and results. This assump-
tion meshes with the finding that access to information is a significant predictor
of the influence of student assessment information on educational decisions for
master’s institutions.
For the most part, doctoral and research institutions follow the pattern of the
influence of number of studies, conducting for internal improvement, and the
level of student involvement. Like associate of arts institutions, if doctoral and
research institutions use student assessment involvement and data to evaluate
faculty, they are more likely to use such data to make educational decisions.
Unlike any other institutional type, however, the extent of professional develop-
ment on student assessment is also an important predictor variable. It seems
logical that institutions that educate their internal constituents on student assess-
ment processes and uses would be more likely to use student assessment data
to make educational decisions. Since professional development on student as-
sessment is a fairly prevalent assessment management practice, it is interesting
that this practice is not a significant predictor of using student assessment data
to make educational decisions for most institutional types. Perhaps this finding
indicates shortcomings of professional development programming.
Similarly, it is interesting that doctoral/research institutions are the only insti-
tutional type for which administrative and faculty support for student assessment
is predictive of the influence of student assessment information on educational
decision making. Perhaps in these institutions where both faculty and adminis-
trative autonomy tend to be high, internal support is a necessary requirement
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for the success of a decision-making process. Finally, in these institutions,
whether the academic mission emphasizes student assessment and undergradu-
ate education has a negative influence on whether the institution uses student
assessment data to make educational decisions. This meaning of this finding is
unclear. The mission may be emphasizing student assessment in and of itself,
but that does not mean that institutions intend or desire to use student assessment
results in decision making. However, why such a mission emphasis would have
a negative impact is unclear. Perhaps these institutions are using their mission
statements to motivate their internal constituents to engage in activities most
have not yet embraced. Or perhaps institutions might emphasize student assess-
ment in their mission statements to appease external regulators or accreditors
without actually making use of student assessment information in their institu-
tions.
For all institutions, the overall pattern of the extent of assessment studies,
conducting assessment for internal improvement, and involving both students
and student affairs personnel all predicting the influence of student assessment
in educational and faculty decisions is powerful, both statistically and conceptu-
ally. The differences we found by institutional type provide a richer picture of
the influences on using student assessment results in academic decision making.
Understanding these influences could be helpful to institutional administrators
who wish to increase their use of student assessment results in their educational
and faculty-related decision making. Further studies could expand upon why
and how some predictor variables work for some institutional types but not for
others.
LIMITATIONS
The survey was directed to the Chief Academic Officer on each campus.
Directions instructed this person to send the survey to the appropriate person or
persons for completion. Upon return of the instrument, it was clear that in many
cases more than one person on each campus had contributed to completing the
survey. However, even in cases where more than one person worked on the
survey, the responses are still limited to the perception of the respondent. Every
attempt was made to ensure that the survey questions were objective, however,
we acknowledge that it is extremely difficult for any one person to capture the
essence of assessment on a campus and provide that information to us.
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